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A survey and comparison of luxury item ownership in the 
eighteenth century Dutch Cape Colony1 
 









What we know about the material culture of eighteenth century Cape Colony 
settlers is mostly limited to qualitative evidence found in official documents, 
letters, travel accounts and other correspondence. This paper uses a new 
quantitative source – the MOOC probate inventories – to ascertain the nature, 
growth and distribution of luxury good ownership in the Cape Colony. The survey 
reveals a marginal increase over the course of the eighteenth century in per 
capita ownership, although the trend masks greater movements within different 
wealth groups, which supports the notion of high inequality within the European 
society at the Cape. Yet, even given such inequality, the evidence suggests that 
even the poorest had access to the most basic amenities. In fact, comparisons 
with European and North American regions suggest that the Cape settlers were 
often more affluent, refuting the notion that the Cape Colony was an “economic 
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1 We are grateful to Jan Luiten van Zanden, Antonia Malan and Servaas van der Berg for help and 
suggestions on earlier versions of the paper. All errors remain those of the authors. 




Probate	 inventories	 have	 become	 a	 popular	 source	 for	 investigating	 the	 social	 and	 economic	
aspects	of	the	early	modern	era.	Inventories	contain	unique	and	detailed	information	regarding	the	












































                                                 
3 For a detailed overview of probate inventories, see Overton, Whittle, Dean and Hann (2001). 3 
 
riches	 is	 unrelenting.	 Wealthier	 groups	 increased	 their	 consumption	 of	 durable	 manufactured	
















C h a n g i n g 	p e r c e p t i o n s 	o f 	w h a t 	d e s i r a b l e 	l i f e s t y l e s 	e n t a i l 	w a s 	n o t	 just	 limited	 to	 the	 European	
continent,	 but	 can	 also	 be	 seen	 in	 the	 consumption	 patterns	 of	 Chinese,	 Japanese	 and	 Indian	
societies	from	roughly	the	1400s	until	the	1800s	(Pomeranz	2001:126).	Those	with	the	means	to	




and	 Walsh	 1988:	 137).	 These	 changes	 facilitated	 the	 formulation	o f 	m o d e r n 	i d e a s 	o f 	w h a t 	t h e 	
standard	of	living	should	be	and	established	the	cultural	foundations	of	demand	that	encouraged	
the	industrial	revolution	(De	Vries	2008).	Clever	marketing	that	appealed	to	consumers	and	the	
establishment	of	 supply	systems	 reaching	 a	wider	 variety	 of	 markets	 further	 fuelled	 the	 trend	
towards	fashion	and	luxury.	
	
European	 immigrants	 settled	 in	 the	 Cape	 Colony	 during	 the	 late	 seventeenth	 and	 eighteenth	
century.	The	Cape	of	Good	Hope	offered	a	new	beginning	to	newly	arrived	settlers	in	search	of	
better	 opportunities	 for	 prosperity.	 It	 is	 arguably	 then	 that	 European	 fashion	 trends	 and	 the	
growing	interest	in	owning	luxury	goods	would	also	be	reflected	in	the	consumption	patterns	of	the	
Cape	population.	Ross	(1999)	has	argued	that	social	status	and	gentility	were	already	signalled	by	
material	 items	 such	 as	 the	 clothing	 worn	 by	 eighteenth	 century	 Cape	 inhabitants.	 Ross	
substantiates	his	findings	based	largely	on	anecdotal	archival	accounts	which	may	not	reflect	the	
experience	of	all	societal	groups,	especially	the	poor.	A	quantitative	macro	analysis	over	the	long	





The	 origin	 of	 the	 Cape	 Colony	 can	 be	 traced	 back	 to	 the	 first	 stage	 of	 expansion	 in	 European	
overseas	 involvement.	 The	 Cape	 of	 Good	 Hope	 was	 originally	 intended	 to	 be	 used	 only	 as	 a	
refreshment	station	for	the	trading	ships	of	the	Dutch	East	Indian	Company	(VOC).	The	VOC	ships	















Agricultural	 endeavours	 dominated	 economic	 activity	 with	 farmers	 producing	 various	 grains,	
planting	vines	and	investing	in	livestock.	The	VOC	acquired	all	production	supplies	and	a	broad	
system	of	monopoly	contracts	dictated	economic	activity	(Groenewald	2007).	Cape	farmers	have	










                                                 
4 Two recent papers attempt to quantify the degree of this inequality. Fourie and Von Fintel (2010) use the 
opgaafrolle to calculate a measure of wealth inequality, while Fourie and Von Fintel (2011) use both the opgaafrolle 










slightly	 above	 two	 million	 in	 1720	 to	 almost	 nine	 million	 in	 1790	 (Ross	 1983:	 202).	 Wheat	
production	similarly	increased	from	roughly	eighteen	thousand	muid	in	1720	to	more	than	fifty	five	
thousand	muid	in	1790	(Ross	1983:	202).	Figure	1	shows	these	indices	of	output	between	1701	and	
1795	 as	 compiled	 by	 Van	 Duin	 and	 Ross	 (1983).	 Van	 Duin	 and	 Ross	( 1 9 8 3 ) 	a l s o 	a c c o u n t 	f o r 	
significant	undercounting	in	the	opgaafrolle,	as	do	Brunt	(2007),	who	adjusts	output	towards	the	
end	of	the	century	to	even	higher	levels.	Both	sets	of	authors,	however,	use	the	quantitative	results	
t o 	a r g u e 	i n 	f a v o u r 	o f 	a 	“ m o r e 	d y n a m i c 	e c o n o m y ” , 	w i t h 	a g g r e g a t e 	improvement	i n 	t h e 	l i v e s 	o f 	
farmers	across	the	income	spectrum.	
	
Changes	 in	 the	 physical	 structure	 of	 farms	 during	 this	 time	 furt h e r 	s u p p o r t 	t h e 	a r g u m e n t 	o f 	
increased	prosperity	of	especially	land	owners	(Fransen	and	Cook	1980).	Farmers	were	financially	
able	 to	 invest	 in	 expensive	 alterations	 of	 existing	 buildings	 or	 build	 new	 farmsteads	 at	 a	
considerable	expense.	Free	men	who	did	not	own	or	lease	land	found	employment	as	fishermen,	


























administrated	 after	 their	 death.	 Records	 have	 been	 compiled	 under	 the	 supervision	 of	 legal	
authorities	and	therefore	offer	consistent,	specific	and	monitored	reports	of	individual	wealth	for	
extended	periods	(Shanahan	2001:59).	Probate	inventories	give	detailed	accounts	of	the	number	of	









different	 periods.	 Wage	 data	 for	 North‐Western	 European	 workers	 in	 the	 1800s	 have	 had	
h i s t o ri a ns 	b e l i e v e 	t h a t 	w o r k e r s 	c o u l d 	b a r e l y 	c o v e r 	d a y	t o 	d a y 	l iving	 expenses.	 Studies	 of	 their	

















of	 furniture,	 cutlery,	 decorative	 items	 and	 other	 wooden	 goods	 mentioned	 in	 inventories	 also	
increased	over	time.	It	is	interesting	to	note	that	certain	types	of	consumption	goods,	most	notably	






































1600’s.	 Surviving	 auction	 catalogues	 and	 household	 inventories	 reveal	 that	 “by	 the	 1690’s,	
thousands	of	English	women	and	men	from	the	‘middling	ranks’	were	buying	pictures	with	which	to	
decorate	their	homes;	this	suggest	that	patterns	of	middle‐class	picture	consumption	in	London	in	


















































items	 from	 most	 valuable	 to	 least	 valuable	 or	 alternatively	 according	 to	 the	 ease	 of	 access	
appraisers	had	to	each	item.	In	the	case	of	larger	estates,	items	were	listed	under	certain	headings	
according	to	their	respective	location	including	various	rooms,	attics,	and	outbuildings.	A	number	of	
inventories	 also	 contain	 detailed	 catalogues	 of	 book	 titles	 and	p a i n t i n g s 	a n d 	p i c t u r e s 	w i t h 	














































Figure	 2	 compares	 the	 number	 of	 inventoried	 individuals	 per	 year	 as	 a	 fraction	 of	 the	 total	
population	(as	reported	in	Van	Duin	and	Ross	1987).	The	number	of	double	entries	(see	discussion	
i n 	s e c t i o n 	6 . 2 ) 	a s 	a 	p r o p o r t i o n 	o f 	t o t a l 	i n v e n t o r i e s 	i s 	a l s o 	s h own	 separately	 in	 the	 graph.	 The	
percentage	of	inventoried	individuals	in	the	population	fluctuates	around	the	1%	mark	until	1740.	
Reporting	 rates	 then	 decrease	 to	b e t w e e n 	0 . 5 % 	a n d	0. 6 % 	t o w a r ds 	t h e 	e n d 	o f 	t h e 	p e r i o d . 	O n e 	
possible	explanation	for	the	decline	in	reporting	rates	is	that	presumably	mortality	rates	decrease	































g r o u p 	a n d 	b e t w e e n 	2 0 % 	a n d 	3 0 % 	f o r 	t h e 	u p p e r ‐ m i d d l e 	w e a l t h 	g r o u p .	 The	 proportion	 of	
individuals	inventoried	from	each	wealth	group	remains	largely	unchanged	and	there	are	no	clear	





Time	period	 N	 No	slaves	 1	‐	5	Slaves	 6	‐	15	Slaves	 16+	Slaves	
1696‐1705	 76	 42.11	 38.16	 10.53	 9.21	
1706‐1715	 155	 34.84	 40.00	 21.94	 3.23	
1716‐1725	 146	 24.66	 43.15	 26.03	 6.16	
1726‐1735	 145	 22.76	 44.14	 24.14	 8.97	
1736‐1745	 131	 22.14	 38.17	 26.72	 12.98	
1746‐1755	 148	 18.24	 40.54	 28.38	 12.84	
1756‐1765	 184	 30.98	 45.11	 18.48	 5.43	
1766‐1775	 248	 29.03	 46.37	 16.13	 8.47	
1776‐1785	 310	 41.29	 31.29	 17.42	 10.00	
1786‐1795	 336	 28.57	 37.50	 21.13	 12.80	






original	 inventory	 list.	 Records	 stating	 which	 possessions	 have	 been	 bequeathed	 to	 certain	


















differed	 from	 the	 Dutch	 spoken	 in	 the	 Netherlands.	 The	 MOOC	 series	 therefore	 has	 a	 lack	 of	
uniformity	regarding	the	way	words	are	written	and	spelled.	Inventories	and	documents	have	been	





































































There	 are	 numerous	 ways	 of	 analysing	 the	 contents	 of	 probate	 inv e n t o r i e s . 	A m o n g 	t h e 	m o r e 	
frequently	 used	 methods	 are	 the	 compilation	 of	 tables	 containing	 values	 of	 selected	 items,	











lux ury	consumpti on	pa tterns .	Items	tha t	repre sent	luxury	are 	noted	as	either	being	present	or	



























































group	 representation	 within	 the	 sample.	 Table	 1	 indicates	 that	 the	 percentage	 of	 wealthier	
























































0	Items	 1	Item	 2‐3	Items	 4‐6	Items	 7‐9	Items	
Time	period	 N	 %	 N	 %	 N	 %	 N	 %	 N	 %	
1696‐1705	 55	 72.37	 5	 6.58	 9	 11.84	 7	 9.21	 0	 0	
1706‐1715	 60	 38.71	 43	 27.74	 39	 25.16	 12	 7.74	 1	 0.65	
1716‐1725	 50	 34.25	 32	 21.92	 47	 32.19	 17	 11.64	 0	 0	
1726‐1735	 47	 32.41	 20	 13.79	 46	 31.72	 28	 19.31	 4	 2.76	
1736‐1745	 58	 44.27	 21	 16.03	 38	 29.01	 13	 9.92	 1	 0.76	
1746‐1755	 44	 29.73	 26	 17.57	 38	 25.68	 32	 21.62	 8	 5.41	
1756‐1765	 84	 45.65	 30	 16.3	 44	 23.91	 19	 10.33	 7	 3.80	
1766‐1775	 107	 43.15	 42	 16.94	 57	 22.98	 34	 13.71	 8	 3.23	
1776‐1785	 144	 46.45	 39	 12.58	 79	 25.48	 43	 13.87	 5	 1.61	
1786‐1795	 161	 47.92	 49	 14.58	 67	 19.94	 56	 16.67	 3	 0.89	























w e r e 	r e g u l a r l y 	a m o n g 	t h e 	s h i p m e n t s 	o f 	g o o d s 	f r o m 	t h e 	N e t h e r l a n d s	 for	 sale	 in	 the	 VOC	 Cape	
(Taylor	2007:514).	It	has	 already	 been	 noted	that	 inventories	 reveal	 how	 artists	 were	 actively	
undertaking	commission	work	and	selling	paintings	in	the	Cape	during	the	time	period,	making	the	














N=397	 N=550	 N=310	 N=44	
Paintings	 11.10	 82.33	 89.61	 100.00	
Pocket	Watches	 10.83	 15.64	 39.07	 86.67	
Other	Timepieces	 2.52	 11.10	 51.97	 77.27	
Gold	Rings	 3.79	 12.57	 36.56	 75.00	
Small	Mirrors	 31.82	 57.92	 63.44	 77.27	
Large	Mirrors	 49.48	 64.64	 89.25	 100.00	
Gloves	 3.03	 8.75	 27.60	 79.55	
Snuff‐boxes	 2.53	 11.65	 41.58	 90.91	

















No	Slaves	 1‐5	Slaves	 6‐15	Slaves	 16+	Slaves	
N=826	 N=941	 N=483	 N=210	
Pictures	 13.08	 28.87 48.03 70.95	
Pocket	Watches	 8.72	 10.08 16.56 22.86	
Other	Timepieces	 2.18	 6.48 16.77 46.67	
Gold	Rings	 4.36	 9.45 13.66 18.10	
Small	Mirrors	 11.38	 24.95 37.47 54.76	
Large	Mirrors	 10.53	 30.36 56.73 79.52	
Gloves	 4.72	 5.73 10.97 17.62	
Snuff	Boxes	 4.60	 8.92 14.70 20.48	




















f r o m 	t h e 	i n v e n t o r i e s . 	Fi g u r e 	4	s h ow s 	t h e 	a b s o l u t e 	n u m b e r	o f 	t i m epieces,	 mirrors	 and	 pictures	
across	the	total	population	by	decade.	As	expected,	all	three	items	reveal	strong	growth	in	items	




































Paintings	 3.25	 3.96	 5.73	 6.99	 4.32	 7.61	 4.13	 5.03	 4.59	 5.73	 3.25	
P/Watches	 0.00	 0.04	 0.00	 0.03	 0.05	 0.18	 0.13	 0.19	 0.15	 0.18	 0.30	
O/Timep.	 0.04	 0.01	 0.02	 0.04	 0.06	 0.18	 0.10	 0.19	 0.13	 0.26	 0.13	
T/Timep.	 0.04	 0.05	 0.02	 0.07	 0.11	 0.36	 0.23	 0.38	 0.28	 0.45	 0.43	
Gold	Rings	 0.25	 0.37	 0.42	 0.63	 0.39	 0.72	 0.29	 0.21	 0.07	 0.30	 0.20	
S/Mirrors	 0.28	 0.59	 0.72	 0.86	 0.34	 0.51	 0.60	 0.48	 0.75	 1.17	 0.62	
L/Mirrors	 0.18	 0.63	 0.74	 1.10	 1.07	 1.88	 0.86	 1.09	 0.87	 1.16	 0.56	
T/Mirrors	 0.46	 1.22	 1.46	 1.97	 1.41	 2.39	 1.46	 1.57	 1.61	 2.33	 1.18	
Gloves	 0.12	 0.08	 0.90	 3.51	 0.06	 4.13	 0.79	 0.64	 0.33	 0.44	 1.11	
Snuff	boxes	 0.00	 0.09	 0.12	 0.49	 0.34	 0.57	 2.91	 1.88	 0.24	 0.55	 0.21	

















settlements?	 Results	 from	 similar	 probate	 studies	 can	 be	 used	 to	 ascertain	 the	 differences	 or	
similarities	 in	 the	 consumption	 behaviour	 of	 individuals	 with	 regard	 to	 certain	 luxury	 items.	
Pomeranz	 (2001:116)	 notes	 that	 an	 ideal	 comparison	 of	 consumptions	 patterns	 would	 involve	
comparing	 whole	 market	 baskets	 instead	 of	 individual	 goods.	 It	 would	 also	 be	 assumed	 that	






F i g u r e 	5 	d e p i c t s 	l u x u r i e s 	o w n e r s hip	 information	 regarding	 the	 Cape	 Colony,	 Amsterdam	 and	
various	parts	of	England.	Aggregate	percentage	 figures	for	the	Col ony	are 	gi ve n	for	three 	ti me	














T h e 	r e v e r s e 	i s 	o b s e r ve d	w i t h 	r e g a rd 	t o 	t i m e pi e c e 	a c q u i s i t i o n . 	T his	 is	 to	 be	 expected	 as	 better	
quality	household	clocks	were	produced	in	various	parts	of	England	from	as	early	as	the	late	1650s	
(Overton	et	al	2001:	111).	Timepieces	were	more	frequently	possessed	in	the	country,	although	the	
surprisingly	 dismal	 statistics	 of	 Cornwall	 form	 the	 exception	 in 	t h i s 	c a s e . 	A 	l a r g e 	p o r t i o n 	o f 	











Th e 	ow n e rshi p 	pa t te rns	o f	w e al th 	g rou p s 	wi th 	re g a rds 	t o	pi c t ure s	 and	 timepieces	 in	 the	 Cape	22 
 
Colony	and	two	North	American	counties	are	compared	in	this	section.	Tables	6	to	8	show	the	









































Slaves	=	0	 10.71	 15.83	 15.08	
Slaves	1‐5	 36.81	 34.08	 26.86	
Slaves	6‐15	 50	 54.35	 44.81	
Slaves	16+	 74.07	 64.15	 75	
Timepieces	
Slaves	=	0	 0.71	 5	 12.56	
Slaves	1‐5	 1.65	 9.42	 20.86	
Slaves	6‐15	 3.26	 35.87	 32.55	



















£0‐49	 2	 0	 3	 0	 3	 0	 0	
£ 5 0 ‐ 9 4 	 4 	0 	0 	0 	4 	0 	0 	
£95‐225	 4	 5	 8	 6	 3	 2	 5	
£226‐490	 0	 9	 7	 7	 10	 10	 12	
£490+	 11	 19	 38	 23	 24	 15	 18	
Pictures	(Urban)	
£0‐49	 17	 20	 10	 32	 7	 0	 22	
£50‐94	 0	 36	 25	 50	 0	 17	 40	
£95‐225	 0	 33	 67	 42	 67	 33	 0	
£226‐490	 67	 60	 43	 100	 50	 50	 50	
£490+	 100	 33	 67	 30	 63	 69	 100	
Timepieces	(Rural)	
£0‐49	 2	 0	 0	 2	 0	 1	 3	
£ 5 0 ‐ 9 4 	 4 	0 	0 	0 	0 	3 	4 	
£95‐225	 4	 5	 4	 10	 10	 4	 13	
£226‐490	 0	 14	 14	 13	 20	 8	 10	
£490+	 44	 42	 55	 61	 60	 43	 39	
Timepieces	(Urban)	
£0‐49	 0	 7	 0	 11	 7	 14	 33	
£50‐94	 0	 9	 25	 0	 0	 0	 40	
£95‐225	 0	 18	 50	 67	 67	 50	 50	
£226‐490	 0	 46	 29	 88	 75	 63	 50	































A	 large	 number	 of	 digitised	 probate	 inventories	 remain	 for	 the	 C a p e 	C o l o n y 	o f 	t h e 	e i g h t e e n t h 	
century.	These	records	have	been	used	in	this	study	to	analyse	the	growth	and	distribution	of	
luxury	goods	possession	from	1696	to	1805.	Our	constructed	luxury	ownership	index	reveals	a	
m a r g i n a l 	i n c r e a s e 	i n 	t h e 	p o s s e s s i o n 	o f 	v a r i o u s 	l u x u r y 	g o o d s 	d u r ing	 the	 eighteenth	 century,	
although	the	aggregate	trend	masks	movements	within	wealth	groups.	While	absolute	amounts	of	
luxury	items	increased,	the	rapid	population	growth	of	poorer	individuals	largely	eroded	the	effect	
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